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Since January, a debate has taken place in Guatemala regarding a request by the US timber firm
Simpson Forestry to transport its lumber by boat through the Rio Dulce to the Puerto Barrios on the
Atlantic Coast for export. Rio Dulce is part of the Lake Izabal national reserve, which is protected by
law against industrial activities that could harm the region's sensitive biodiversity.
Meanwhile, opposition politicians and environmental groups also accuse President Alvaro Arzu's
government of illegally accepting bids by foreign oil companies to explore in state-protected
ecological zones and of granting logging licenses in those same areas. Simpson Forestry began
operating in Guatemala in 1988, after obtaining a government license to grow "arborea Gmelina,"
a type of tree used to produce extremely thin paper. Since it set up operations, the company has
planted some 13,000 trees on nearly 8,000 hectares of land along the banks of the Rio Dulce. When
the company won its permit in 1988, the government had still not approved the law that declared
Lake Izabal and Rio Dulce a protected national reserve. That law was passed in 1993 under former
president Jorge Serrano Elias (1991- 1993).
Now, with the firm's first harvest finally ready for export, the company has been forced to apply
for a new license to allow it to use the Rio Dulce waterway to transport its lumber to the Atlantic
Coast. Huge controversy over use of Rio Dulce as industrial canal Simpson Forestry submitted its
request for a license in November of last year. The application must be approved by Congress,
which will base its decision, in part, on environmental-impact reviews that are to be submitted
by the Comision Nacional del Medio Ambiente (CONAMA) and the Comision Nacional de Areas
Protegidas (CONAP). The two commissions are now preparing their reports, but the congressional
Comision del Medio Ambiente has already begun hearings on the affair.
Since early February, the commission has invited representatives from Simpson Forestry,
CONAMA, CONAP, and a diverse array of environmental groups to testify in Congress, generating
a novel, often heated, public debate on the issue. The Guatemalan environmental group Madre
Selva and the local chapter of the Audubon Society are the two organizations leading the opposition
to Simpson Forestry's request. They warn that the Rio Dulce would suffer irreparable contamination
if an accident were to occur when the company was transporting its goods to the coast. In addition,
they argue that if Simpson Forestry were granted an exception to the law that makes industrial
activity illegal on the Rio Dulce, it would set a bad precedent.
Although CONAMA's report is forthcoming, representatives from that institute appear to agree with
the environmental organizations. "The firm's barges are expected to transport up to 1,800 metric
tons of wood per day, and if one of those boats were to sink, the river would have to be dredged,
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causing irreversible damage," said CONAMA head Juan Francisco Asturias in his testimony to
Congress. "Moreover, if we permit this firm to conduct maritime shipments on the Rio Dulce, clearly
many other firms will seek similar licenses."
Simpson Forestry officials, however, say that the cost of using highway or railroad transportation
would sink their business, since it would make their product much more expensive than the average
price currently offered by their competitors on the world market. The firm argues that it deserves
special consideration given that, when the company obtained its license to invest in 1988, it based its
estimate of operating costs on river transport since it was not prohibited by law at that time. Since
then, the firm has invested more than US$18 million in its operations, about 40% of which is salaries
for some 600 full-time employees.
In addition, the company has begun expansion plans to cultivate another 3,000 ha of land, and it
says that, during harvests, its work force will double. Congress is expected to vote on the company's
request during March. "We must take into account the country's best interests," said Aura Marina
Otzoy, head of the Comision del Medio Ambiente. "The question is, which is more important,
to save many jobs even if it means risking the health of the Rio Dulce or to strictly uphold our
environmental laws? The fact is, if we concede certain privileges to a few, then we are basically
scrapping our concept of protected areas."

Oil exploration and logging in protected zones also opposed
Coinciding with the debate concerning Simpson Forestry are reports by politicians and
environmental groups that the government has illegally permitted other industrial firms to operate
in the Lake Izabal-Rio Dulce reserve and in the Maya Biosphere in the northern department of El
Peten.
In late January, the Ministry of Energy and Mines opened up 12 new potential oil-producing
zones to bids for exploration and exploitation contracts by foreign firms. According to Mario Hugo
Miranda, congressional deputy for the opposition Partido Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca
(PDCG) and a member of the Comision del Medio Ambiente, most of the 12 targeted zones rest
within the Maya Biosphere and the Izabal reserve. The law governing protected areas does not
prohibit commercial oil activities outright, but it mandates an environmental-impact study by
CONAP prior to any government concession for such activities. CONAP, however, has not carried
out any study of the 12 oil zones, making it illegal for the government to solicit bids.
Moreover, in November CONAP executive secretary Rodolfo Cardona Mansilla sent a letter to
Francisco Arevalo, head of the hydrocarbons directorate (a division of the Ministry of Energy
and Mines), stating that CONAP supports the promotion of petroleum-related activities in the
protected zones, even though no impact study has yet been done. "It's very concerning that the head
of CONAP has already demonstrated his support for this initiative, as clearly stated in his letter,
despite the fact that CONAP's basic function is to protect these areas and to make sure that the
government strictly abides by environmental-impact studies prior to allowing commercial ventures
to move forward," said Hugo Miranda.
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Alleged corruption impedes effective environmental protection
Some influential politicians say that CONAP is riddled with corruption, rendering the institute
useless. According to Cesar Augusto Paiz Gomez, a congressional deputy for the governing Partido
de Avanzada Nacional (PAN), CONAP has authorized dozens of logging licenses on lands that
rest within the Lake Izabal reserve and the Maya Biosphere, even though such activities are strictly
prohibited.
Paiz Gomez who represents the eastern department of Zacapa, which borders the Izabal reserve
said he personally visited protected zones in Izabal and Zacapa and witnessed the logging activities,
which were authorized by CONAP. "It's obvious that corruption is running rampant in CONAP,
starting from the central offices in the capital and extending out to the smallest of the departmental
branches," said Paiz Gomez. "When you go to the mountains and ask the people there who gave
them licenses to cut down the trees, they tell you it's CONAP, obviously, because that institute
has exclusive control over the protected zones. The head of CONAP is going to have to face up
to the situation and carry out a thorough house cleaning to wipe out the corruption." [Sources:
Notimex, 01/20/97; Inter Press Service, 01/31/97; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 12/05/96,
12/12/96, 02/13/97; La Hora (Guatemala), 11/09/96, 01/23/97, 02/05/97, 02/06/97, 03/04/97; Prensa libre
(Guatemala), 11/22/96, 11/23/96, 12/06/96, 01/11/97, 01/22/97, 01/24/97, 01/27/97, 01/29/97, 01/31/97,
02/07/97, 02/15/97, 02/18/97, 02/23/97, 02/26-28/97, 03/02/97, 03/04/97]
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